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Understanding and Addressing 
Challenging Behaviors of 

Individuals with Complex Needs!
Webcast Series Part Three:!

Underlying Issues!

A division of the ESC of Central Ohio!

Chris Filler, !
Program Director Lifespan Transitions Center!

	  

Wendy Szakacs, !
Regional Consultant!

	  

Linking Research to Real Life.!Linking Research to Real Life.!

SINCE LAST WEBCAST YOU 
FILLED OUT Data on Your Individual!
What are you going to measure? And when?!

What would be the best way to measure?!

Who is going to create the data sheet?!

Who will be responsible to track the data?  Graph 
the data?!

When will the team meet to review data?!

Behavior!
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SINCE LAST WEBCAST YOU FILLED OUT 
ANTECEDENTS & CONSEQUENCES!

X 

DONE	  

X X 

“It’s ok to hit the pause 
button…” 

!
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Antecedents!
•  Occurs BEFORE!
•  Influence on the behavior!

Consequences!
•  Occurs following!
•  In response to 

behavior!
•  Natural or Imposed!
•  May       or            the 

behavior               !

Behavior!
Observable!

Measureable!
Understandable!

•  But this is not the whole picture is it?!
•  What about “below the surface”?!

•  How do these issues affect what we identify as 
antecedents and consequences?!

Process of FBA for Individuals with Complex 
and Challenging Needs!

CHALLENGES!

•  Take a close look at 
Challenges and 
Underlying Issues!

• Keep the “Iceberg” in 
mind!
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 Personal Challenges  
and Challenging Behaviors!

Communicating 
and 

Understanding! Tolerating the 
Environment/

Sensory issues!

Medical and 
Health issues!

Being Social and 
Understanding the 

Social Climate!

Academics and 
Instructional 

Pace!

Remaining 
Interested, 

Engaged, and 
Motivated!

Social, Emotional and 
Communication Challenges!

Sensory/Biological 
Sensitivities and 
Preferences!
Impact of Medical 
Concerns !
!

Environmental 
Mismatch and !
Change!
!

Difficult to Motivate!
Narrow Areas of Interest!
!

Running/ 
jumping!

Rude or 
Insensitive!
!
!

Aggressive!
!

Learning 
Challenges and !
Uneven Skill 
Development!
.!

 Refusing to 
complete 

assignments!
!

Angry or Upset 
when not able to 
“do it my way”!

Socially 
withdrawn !

Isolated!
!

Does not 
tolerate 
change!

!
Noncompliant!
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Learning Challenges and  
Uneven Skill Development!

Learning Challenges and !
Uneven Skill Development!
•  Difficulties with organization, focus, 

attention (i.e.”executive functions”). !
•  Frustration resulting from attempts to 

adapt to the instruction style.!
•  Mismatch between instructional style 

and person’s learning style!
•  Cognitive challenges!
•  Gaps in skills. May have high skill levels 

in some areas yet few skills in other 
areas (such as social competencies 
and daily living skills).!

•  What are the cognitive challenges?!
•  Is the individual missing key skills that are 

needed to learn the material being presented?!
•  How does the teacher’s classroom approach/

style match how this student learns?!
•  Does the person have the supports needed to 

be organized with work materials and to 
approach assignments/homework?!

•  What supports does the individual need to be 
at optimal learning level?!

Environmental Mismatch and Change!
•  Do changes in classroom or daily 

routines impact this individual?!
•  Is the person overwhelmed by the 

physical environment of the work 
area?!

•  Is the individual affected by the 
noise level, teaching presentation, 
response modes, and social 
expectations?!

•  What coping skills does this person 
have to deal with challenges in 
various environments?!

Environmental Mismatch and !
Change!
•  Needing, using and insisting on routines!
•  Anxiety and stress escalates with 

unpredictable change, even small 
changes!

•  Needs control. Escalates behavior to gain 
control!

•  Mismatch between the environmental 
support, organization and design and 
sensory, communication, social and 
learning needs. !

•  Lacks necessary coping skills to 
compensate for  a difficult, confusing or 
overwhelming environment!

!
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Sensory/Biological Sensitivities and Preferences  
Impact of Medical Concerns  

!
•  Is the person/team aware 

of his/her sensory needs/
sensitivities?!

•  Does the person have 
sensory supports built into 
the day?!

•  What coping skills does 
the individual utilize when 
sensory challenges arise?!

Sensory/Biological Sensitivities 
and Preferences!
Impact of Medical Concerns !
•  Emotions and Anxiety that result from 

difficulty tolerating certain aspects of 
sensory input (light, sounds, touch)!

•  Need sensory input (such as movement) 
to stay alert and focused. !

•  Multiple medical conditions impact the 
available to learn!

•  Anxiety and stress reactions occur when 
asked to tolerate these difficulties!

Social Challenges!
Social, Emotional and Communication 
Challenges!
•  Difficulties expressing needs, wants, feelings, 

emotions, ideas, etc.!
•  Difficulty  accurately interpreting and 

understanding social and emotional messages 
from others. !

•  Wanting exclusive  attention of others or 
avoiding attention from others!

•  Difficulty problem-solving what to do in social 
such situations. !

•  Lacks Coping Skills to tolerate the situations 
of challenge and confusion !

•  Does the person have the level 
of social competence needed 
to understand the various 
school settings?!

•  What social skills is the person 
missing in order to actively 
participate?!

•  Does the individual possess 
problem solving skills to meet 
the social situations in his/her 
life?!
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Emotional Challenges!
Social, Emotional and 
Communication Challenges!
•  Difficulties expressing needs, wants, feelings, 

emotions, ideas, etc.!
•  Difficulty  accurately interpreting and 

understanding social and emotional messages 
from others. !

•  Wanting exclusive  attention of others or 
avoiding attention from others!

•  Difficulty problem-solving what to do in social 
such situations. !

•  Lacks Coping Skills to tolerate the situations of 
challenge and confusion !

•  Can the individual identify his/
her own emotions?!

•  Can the person identify/react 
appropriately to the emotions of 
others?!

•  Does the person apply problem 
solving skills to situations that 
raise anxiety, anger, happiness, 
and other emotional levels?!

•  What coping skills does the 
individual make use of in 
emotionally charged situations? !

Communication Challenges!
Social, Emotional and 
Communication Challenges!
•  Difficulties expressing needs, wants, feelings, 

emotions, ideas, etc.!
•  Difficulty  accurately interpreting and 

understanding social and emotional messages 
from others. !

•  Wanting exclusive  attention of others or 
avoiding attention from others!

•  Difficulty problem-solving what to do in social 
such situations. !

•  Lacks Coping Skills to tolerate the situations of 
challenge and confusion !

• Does the individual have a 
functional communication system 
available at all times?!
• Are differences in expressive/
receptive language recognized?!
• Are directions given in a way that 
are clear for all involved?!
• Does the person understand the 
adult/peer communication 
expectations in each situation/
setting?!
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Difficult to Motivate  
Narrow Areas of Interest 

!•  What reinforcement has meaning for this 
person?!

•  Does the individual receive consistent 
reinforcement?!

•  When does the person need additional 
reinforcement?!

•  Does the individual have special 
interests that could be used as 
reinforcement within work or as positive 
reinforcement following work?!

•  Does the person understand why the 
content being taught is important?  Is 
there a connection to his/her 
knowledge?!

Difficult to Motivate!
Narrow Areas of Interest!
•  Is not  motivated by typical 

reinforcements!
• Hyper–focused on areas of 

interests – to the exclusion of 
other areas!
•  Lacks awareness of the 

importance of having a broad 
range of skills or knowledge!

!

Social,	  Emo1onal	  and	  
Communica1on	  
Challenges	  
	  

Social,	  Emo+onal	  
and	  Communica1on	  
Challenges	  
	  

Social,	  Emo1onal	  and	  
Communica+on	  Challenges	  
	  

Sensory/Biological	  
Sensi+vi+es	  and	  
Preferences	  
Impact	  of	  Medical	  
Concerns	  	  
	  

Learning	  Challenges	  and	  	  
Uneven	  Skill	  
Development	  
	  

Difficult	  to	  Mo+vate	  
Narrow	  Areas	  of	  
Interest	  
	  

Environmental	  Mismatch	  
and	  	  
Change	  
	  

•  Does	  the	  person	  have	  
the	  level	  of	  social	  
competence	  needed	  
to	  understand	  the	  
various	  school	  
seEngs?	  

•  What	  social	  skills	  is	  the	  
person	  missing	  in	  
order	  to	  ac1vely	  
par1cipate?	  

•  Does	  the	  person	  
possess	  problem-‐
solving	  skills	  to	  meet	  
the	  social	  situa1ons	  in	  
his/her	  life?	  

•  Can	  the	  person	  gain	  
and	  maintain	  on	  
personal	  friendship?	  

•  Is	  the	  person	  only	  
seeking	  adult	  
interac1ons?	  

•  Does	  the	  person	  
understand	  classroom	  
and	  school	  wide	  rules	  
and	  expecta1ons?	  

	  

•  Can	  the	  person	  
iden1fy	  his/her	  own	  
emo1ons?	  

•  Can	  the	  person	  
iden1fy/react	  
appropriately	  to	  the	  
emo1ons	  of	  others?	  

•  Does	  the	  person	  
apply	  problem-‐
solving	  skills	  to	  
situa1ons	  that	  raise	  
anxiety,	  anger,	  
happiness,	  and	  other	  
emo1onal	  levels?	  

•  What	  coping	  skills	  
does	  the	  person	  
make	  use	  of	  in	  
emo1onally	  charged	  
situa1ons?	  	  

	  

•  Does	  the	  person	  have	  a	  
func1onal	  communica1on	  
system	  available	  at	  all	  
1mes?	  

•  Are	  differences	  in	  
expressive/recep1ve	  
language	  recognized?	  

•  Are	  direc1ons	  given	  in	  a	  
way	  that	  are	  clear	  for	  all	  
persons?	  

•  Does	  the	  person	  
understand	  the	  adult/
person	  communica1on	  
expecta1ons	  in	  each	  
school	  situa1on/seEng?	  

•  Does	  the	  person	  need	  a	  
way	  to	  communicate	  to	  
the	  teacher	  if	  there	  is	  
confusion?	  

•  Is	  the	  person/team	  
aware	  of	  his/her	  
sensory	  needs/
sensi1vi1es?	  

•  Does	  the	  person	  have	  
sensory	  supports	  built	  
into	  the	  day?	  

•  What	  coping	  skills	  does	  
the	  person	  u1lize	  when	  
sensory	  challenges	  
arise?	  

•  Are	  there	  any	  medical	  
diagnoses	  to	  consider?	  

•  Are	  there	  medica1ons/
side	  effects	  to	  
consider?	  

	  

•  What	  are	  the	  person’s	  
cogni1ve	  challenges?	  

•  Is	  the	  person	  missing	  
key	  skills	  needed	  to	  
learn	  the	  material	  
being	  presented?	  

•  How	  does	  the	  teacher’s	  
classroom	  approach/
style	  match	  with	  how	  
the	  person	  learns?	  

•  Does	  the	  person	  have	  
supports	  to	  organize	  
work	  materials	  and	  to	  
handle	  assignments	  /	  	  
homework?	  

•  What	  supports	  does	  
the	  person	  need	  to	  be	  
at	  op1mal	  learning	  
level?	  

•  What	  reinforcement	  
has	  meaning	  for	  this	  
person?	  

•  Is	  reinforcement	  
consistent?	  

•  When	  is	  addi1onal	  
reinforcement	  
needed?	  

•  Does	  the	  person	  have	  
special	  interests	  that	  
could	  be	  used	  as	  
mo1va1on	  during	  or	  
aTer	  work	  comple1on?	  

•  Does	  the	  person	  
understand	  why	  the	  
content	  being	  taught	  is	  
important?	  	  	  

•  Is	  there	  a	  connec1on	  
to	  his/her	  knowledge?	  

•  Do	  changes	  in	  classroom/
daily	  rou1nes	  impact	  this	  
person?	  

•  Is	  the	  person	  
overwhelmed	  by	  the	  
physical	  environment	  of	  
the	  classroom?	  

•  Is	  the	  person	  affected	  by	  
the	  noise	  level,	  teaching	  
presenta1on,	  response	  
modes,	  and	  social	  
expecta1ons?	  

•  What	  coping	  skills	  does	  
this	  person	  have	  to	  deal	  
with	  challenges	  in	  the	  
classroom?	  
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Formal Assessment Resources!

• http://www.txautism.net/manual.html!

hVp://www.ocali.org/project/assessment_guide/page/assessment_measures	  

Assessment movies and other information on OCALI web site!

Individual Challenges Related to Behavior!
(To Help Identify Antecedents and Consequences

Individual Strengths Related to Behavior!
(To Help Identify Strategies)!

What are the Underlying Contributors to and Function of the Behavior (THE “WHY WORKSHEET”)!
When ___________  is faced with the stressors of these setting events ______________________________________!
_______________________________________________________________________________________________ !
and these immediate triggers _______________________________________________________________________  !
he/she engages in the identified behavior (above)  which results in this type of reinforcing consequence 
______________________________________________________________________________________________.!
These identified factors result in the behavior serving the following function(s) or benefit(s) for the individual (1 or more):!
q A	  Sensory	  Experience	  or	  Physiologic	  Benefit	  :	  __________________________________________	  
q A	  Desired	  Object	  ,	  Person,	  Ac1vity	  or	  Experience:	  ______________________________	  
q An	  Escape	  from	  an	  undesirable	  Task,	  Ac1vity,	  Person,	  etc.:	  	  ___________________	  
q A	  Way	  to	  Communicate:	  _______________________________________________________________	  	  
q Other	  Func1ons:	  
 !

1	  

2	  

Learning Challenges and  
Uneven Skill Development ! q  Academics are hard for Molly!

!
!
Environmental Mismatch 
and Change!

q  Very Little personal Space/Others may touch Molly during circle time!
q  Has a need to complete her work/play!
!

Sensory/Biological 
Sensitivities and 
Preferences!
Impact of Medical 
Concerns !

q  Touch …even typical touching of peers… is very difficult to tolerate. !

!
Social, Emotional 
&Communication 
Challenges!
!

q  Emotionally escalates quickly!
q  Cannot express Calmly/Verbally her displeasure!
q  Unable to Cope!

!
Difficult to Motivate & 
Narrow Interests!
 

q  Academics are poor motivators- Not interested!
!

WHAT’S MISSING?!
 Behaviors are indications of a missing or needed skill that will  address issues 
identified in Step 2.  !
What skills does the individual need (that were NOT identified in Step 3) in order to 
change the behavior of concern? !
(Example: Social, Communication, Academic, Coping, Emotional Regulation, Self 
Help, etc.) !

Learning and Skill 
Development !

!
Environmental 

Matches!
	  

Sensory/Biological 
Preferences!

!
 

Successful Social, 
& Communication!

!
 

Motivation & 
Interests!

	  

4	  

3	  Molly Screams loudly 
enough to interrupt 

the teacher’s 
instruction to class!
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BEFORE NEXT WEBCAST:  FILL OUT 
SECTION ONE!

Linking Research to Real Life.!

A division of the ESC of Central Ohio!


